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I take pleasure in welcoming all of you on the occasion of the release of the WHO book 

Neuroscience of psychoactive substance use and dependence. 

 
The public health importance of substance use and dependence is growing from year to 

year. Substance use and dependence is more than a health problem; it is a formidable moral, 

social and economic challenge with pandemic dimensions. Not a country or place in the world 

can be certified as “drug free”. As part of one of the most important transit areas of the world for 

illicit drugs, the countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region are increasingly vulnerable 

health, social and economic problems related to substance use. 

 
In recognition of the importance of the problem of substance use and dependence, the 

Regional Office set up the Regional Advisory Panel on the Impact of Drug Abuse (RAPID) in 

September 2002. During the past two years, the Advisory Panel has met twice, and I understand 

that the third meeting will start today. Based on the recommendations of RAPID, the Regional 
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Office has collected information from each country about the extent of the substance use and 

dependence, the existing facilities for care and rehabilitation, and the legal and other measures 

available to address the problem. A regional strategic plan has also been prepared. In the third 

meeting, starting today, the issues of injecting drug use as related to HIV/AIDS, intervention 

programmes at school level, research priorities for understanding the epidemiology of substance 

use, care programmes, and sociocultural factors contributing to substance use and dependence 

will all be discussed.  

 
There are a few questions that often come to mind when considering substance use and 

dependence. For the rational mind, the total immersion of an individual in a world of drug use is 

incomprehensible. Some of the questions requiring answers are: What is it that drives people to 

seek solace from substances of abuse? How is it that the substance of abuse becomes so much a 

part of the user, so that it dominates the user’s life? Why are young people more at risk? Why is 

relapse so frequent after periods of abstinence? How is it that women use substances of abuse less 

frequently then men? What are the environmental /social risk factors? How can we increase the 

resilience of individuals to avoid seeking solace from substances of abuse in times of crises? 

How do we balance the ethical aspects of harmonizing the rights of the individual with that the 

needs of the society in choosing options to address substance use and dependence? 

 
The book to be released today, Neuroscience of psychoactive substance use and 

dependence, provides many answers to these questions with evidence from a number of scientific 

disciplines. It is significant that the newer understanding of the functioning of the brain can now 

guide the substance abuse prevention and treatment programmes. Some of the important 

observations of the book are: 

 
• All psychoactive substances can be harmful to health, depending on how they are taken, in 

which amounts and how frequently. Use of psychoactive substances is to be expected because 

of their pleasurable effects as well as peer pressure and the social context of their use.  

 

• Harm to society is not only caused by individuals with substance dependence. Significant 

harm also comes from nondependent individuals, stemming from acute intoxication and 

overdoses, and from the form of administration (e.g. through unsafe injections).  
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• Substance dependence is a complex disorder with biological mechanisms affecting the brain 

and its capacity to control substance use. It is not only determined by biological and genetic 

factors, but psychological, social, cultural and environmental factors as well. Substance 

dependence is not a failure of will or weakness of character, but a medical disorder that can 

affect any human being.  

 

• Treatment for substance dependence is not only aimed at stopping drug use. It is a therapeutic 

process that involves behaviour changes, psychosocial interventions and often, the use of 

substitute psychotropic drugs. Dependence can be treated and managed cost-effectively, 

saving lives, improving the health of affected individuals and their families, and reducing 

costs to society. 

 

• One of the main barriers to treatment and care of people with substance dependence and 

related problems is the stigma and discrimination against them.  

 

I commend all scientists who have contributed to this book. The findings reported in the book 

bring hope for better understanding of the problem of substance use and dependence through 

continued research in neurosciences, sociology, anthropology and related disciplines. The 

availability of the Arabic language version of the summary will be helpful in wider dissemination 

of the new knowledge about substance abuse and dependence. It is in the interest of all of us to 

work towards a world free of the ill effects of substance abuse. 


